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2012:150).Moreover,muchoftheschool improvement literaturehas itsroots inmanagerial
literature,whichoftenpromotes thecontested idea that, so long as‘top-down’ and‘proven’
recipe-drivenapproachesareused,change–resultinginthemeasuredimprovementinteaching
practiceandstudentlearningoutcomes–canbemanagedinanorderlyway(Bolamet al.,2005;
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teachingschoolandacademystatusarerequiredtoformstrategicallianceswithotherschools
andinstitutionsofhighereducation.Itisimaginedthecreationoftheseself-improvingschool
























































Ecclestone andHayes, 2009;Elwood,2013;Gillies, 2011;Leach andLewis, 2013;O’Brien and
Moules,2007;Watson,2014).Consequently,acontextiscreatedinwhichthechildisperceived
andtreatedasanItratherthanaThou(Buber,1947).InformedbyMartinBuber’sbest-known
work,I and Thou(Ich and Du),thispaperexaminesthedynamicnatureoftheschoolimprovement












Thefirst form models the teacher as the gardener,whocreates and tends theenvironment
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perceivesandbeginstounderstandthingsfromthestudent’sperspectivewithoutlosingcontrol
oftheirperspectiveasteacher,andwhenthestudentagreestoaccepttheteacher’sguidance
(GuilhermeandMorgan,2009:569). Inotherwords,Buberunderstands thatboth the I-Thou
andthe I-Itrelationshipsareconstituentelements inone’seducation; it is impossibletohave
onewithouttheother.Healsorecognizesthenaturaltendencyforthe I-Thourelationshipto
naturally slip into an objective or instrumental I-It relationship, and the potential for the I-It









Giventhe importanceofdialogue,community,andmutuality inBuber’sphilosophy, ithas

























Research with students about teaching practice
Acknowledging a moral commitment to the empowering purpose of education, this paper
examines the implications for the participants when lesson observation systems allow and
empower students to observe teachers and to offer feedback on their teaching practice. It
considerswhetherelicitingandlisteningtothevoicesofstudentsaboutteacherpracticecould






school; a teachingcolleague; the teacher’scritical friend;and fouryear10studentobservers.
Acknowledging theirdifferentpositions in theschoolandpotential relational tensions in the












of the implications the change could have for her: the potential erosion of the traditionally
definedpowerbalancebetween student and teacher; the vulnerabilityofopening herself up
to explicit criticismof her teaching and classroompractice;whether the trust necessary to
ensureconfidentialitywouldbeobservedbythestudentparticipants;and,finally,theriskofbeing
















I-Thou relationships in the classroom
Consideringtheaimsofthestudy,itisinstructivetoseehowitillustratesthecomplexitiesof
establishing I-Thou teacher–student relationships in the classroom, and particularlywhen the
participants’actionscausethemtocreateandoccupyacontestedspaceforresearchthatis‘in-
between’theirtraditionalrolesofteacherandstudent.Theinterviewsconductedbeforethefirst





































appeared to have collectedon his forehead, he looked at his notes again, he could turn this
aroundhesuggesteddisingenuouslytohimself.Thewordsoncesoclearandorderedwerenow
swimminginfrontofhim.Histonguehadcaughtinhismouthandhejuststaredhollowlyatthe



































of the organization (Demetrious and Kyriakides, 2012;Van Houtte andVan Maele, 2011).







andentrenchmentof I-It relationships innormalschooling,and inpolicy-drivenstrategies for
schoolimprovement.Itsuggeststhattherecanbenorealandlastingimprovementinstandards




andpotentiallydisruptivenatureof theschool improvement journey–particularlywhenthe
strategiesusedtobringaboutimprovementsinteachingandlearningcauseteachersandstudents
tobecomeontologicallyopentoeachother’sI-ItandI-Thouperspectives.Perhapsonlythencan
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theytrulybegintomovetowardsasituationwhereclassroompracticeisdemocraticallytop-
downteacher-ledandbottom-upstudent-informed(Buber,1925).




create a shared educational practice, and, in so doing, experience the problematic reality of
buildingandmaintainingI-Thourelationships.Creatingthiskindofmutuallearningenvironment
isseentobebothtroublesomeandanemancipatoryexperiencefortheparticipants.Working
in theopennessof thirdspaces is said toallow for theemergenceof‘creativecombinations












tooneanother’s I-Thou relationship–andanacceptanceof individual responsibility,personal
agency, and themoral purpose of what they are doing – are said to be the key drivers of
educationalchange(Fullan,1991;Fullan,1993).
Asmentionedearlier,criticsofthetop-downapproachtochangeineducationhavelong
argued the case for empowering teachers to critically examine prescribed knowledge and
practices,andtodiscover,andown,formsofknowledgeandwaysofworkingforthemselves.







1. Buber’spaperistranslatedas‘Education’inhisclassicworkBetween Man and Man(1947).Itwasan
addresstotheThirdInternationalEducationalConference,Heidelberg,August1925.
Notes on the contributors
TonyLeach(PhD)isaSeniorLecturerintheFacultyofEducationandTheologyatYorkStJohnUniversity.
Aswell as being a teacher and a supervisorof undergraduate andpostgraduate research, his research
andwritingsare focusedonthetopicsofschoolsasresearch-informed learningcommunities, graduate
employment,andcareerexperiences.
AndyCrisphasbeenHeadofEnglish,AssistantHead,andDeputyHeadatseveralNorthYorkshireschools.
He completed anMA in Educational Improvement in 2011, focusing his research upon the benefits of







Ball,S.J.(2013)Foucault, Power, and Education.Abingdon:Routledge.
Bhabha,H.K.(1994)The Location of Culture.LondonandNewYork:Routledge.
Bolam,R.,McMahon,A.,Stoll,L.,Thomas,S.,Wallace,M.,Greenwood,A.,Hawkey,K.,Ingram,M.,Atkinson,A.,
andSmith,M.(2005)Creating and Sustaining Effective Professional Learning Communities.DfESResearch
ReportRR637.Bristol:UniversityofBristol.
BritishEducationalResearchAssociation/RoyalSocietyfortheEncouragementofArts,Manufacturesand
Commerce (BERA–RSA) (2014)Research and the Teaching Profession: Building the capacity for a self-
improving education system.London:BERA–RSA.
Buber,M.(1925) I and Thou.LondonandNewYork:Continuum.
––(1947) Between Man and Man.London:Routledge.
Clarke,M.(2012)‘The(absent)politicsofneo-liberaleducationpolicy’.Critical Studies in Education,53(3),
297–310.
Clegg, S.R., Kornberger, M., and Rhodes, C. (2005) ‘Learning/becoming organizing’.Organisation, 12 (2),
147–67.
Coe,R.(2009)‘SchoolImprovement:Realityandillusion’.British Journal of Educational Studies,57(4),363–79.
Colucci-Gray,L.,Das,S.,Gray,D.,Robson,D.,andSpratt,J.(2013)‘Evidenced-basedpracticeandteacher





grouprandomisationstudy’.Oxford Review of Education,38(2),149–70.
DepartmentforEducationandSkills(DfES)(2004)Working Together: Giving children and young people a say.
London:DfES.
Ecclestone,K.,andHayes,D.(2009)The Dangerous Rise of Therapeutic Education.London:Routledge.
Edwards,A., Lunt, I., and Stamou, E. (2010) ‘Inter-professional work and expertise: New roles at the
boundariesofschools’.British Educational Research Journal,36(1),27–45.
Elwood,J.(2013)‘Therole(s)ofstudentvoicein14–19educationpolicyreform:Reflectionsonconsultation
andparticipation’.London Review of Education,11(2),97–111.
Ferguson,D.L.,Hanreddy,A., andDraxton, S. (2011)‘Giving students’ voice as a strategy for improving
teachingpractice’.London Review of Education,9(1),55–70.
Ferguson,K. (2013)‘Organizing for professional learning communities: Embedding professional learning
duringtheschoolday’.Canadian Journal of Educational Administration and Policy,142,50–68.
Fielding, M. (2007) ‘Jean Rudduck (1937–2007) “Carving a new order of experience”:A preliminary




Freire,P.(1996)Pedagogy of the Oppressed.London:PenguinBooks.
––(2013) Education for Critical Consciousness.London:Bloomsbury.
Frost,D.,andDurrant,J.(2003)Teacher-Led Development Work.London:DavidFulton.
Fullan,M.(1991)The New Meaning of Educational Change.Abingdon:Routledge.
––(1993)Change Forces.London:Falmer.
Gillies,V.(2011)‘Socialandemotionalpedagogies:Critiquingtheneworthodoxyofemotioninclassroom
behaviourmanagement’.British Journal of Sociology in Education,32(2),185–202.
64  Tony Leach, and Andy Crisp
Greany,T.(2014)Are We Nearly There Yet? Progress, issues, and possible next steps for a self-improving school 
system.London:InstituteofEducationPress.
Guajardo,F.,Perez,D.,Guajardo,M.A.,Davila,E.,Ozuna,J.,Saenz,M.,andCasaperelta,N.(2006)‘Youthvoice
andtheLlanoGrandeCenter’.International Journal of Leadership in Education: Theory and Practice,9(4),
359–62.
Guilherme,A.,andMorganW.J.(2009)‘MartinBuber’sphilosophyofeducationanditsimplicationsforadult
non-formaleducation’.International Journal of Lifelong Education,28(5),565–81.
Hargreaves,A.(2007)‘Sustainableprofessionallearningcommunities’.InStoll,L.,andSeashoreLouis,K.(eds)




Hurley,A.(2013)‘Aneducationfundamentalism?Letthemeatdata!’Philosophical Studies in Education,
44,60–74.
Illich,I.(1995)Deschooling Society.London:MarionBoyarsPublishersLtd.
Klein,R.(2003)We Want Our Say.Stoke-on-Trent:TrenthamBooksLtd.
Law,J.(1992)Notes on the Theory of the Actor Network: Ordering, strategy and heterogeneity.Lancaster:Centre
forScienceStudies,UniversityofLancaster.





inrelationshipsinschool-universitypartnerships’.Journal of Teacher Education,62(3),299–311.




Olsen, G. (2004) ‘Dialogue, phenomenology and ethical communication theory’. In Proceedings of the 
Durham-Bergen Postgraduate Philosophical Seminar,2.Durham:UniversityofDurham/Bergen,Norway:
UniversityofBergen,13–26.
Owen,S.(2014)‘Teacherprofessional learningcommunities:Goingbeyondcontrivedcollegialitytoward
challengingdebateandcollegiatelearningandprofessionalgrowth’.Australian Journal of Adult Learning,
54(2),54–77.
Rudduck,J.,Chaplain,R.,andWallace,G.(1996)SchoolImprovement: What can students tell us?London:David
Fulton.
––,andFlutter,J.(2004)How to Improve Your School: Giving students a voice.London:Continuum.
Ryan,M.,andBarton,G.(2013)‘Workingtowardsa“thirdspace”intheteachingofwritingtomiddleyears
students’.Literacy Learning: The Middle Years,21(3),71–81.
Sammons, P. (2008)‘Zero tolerance of failure andNew Labour approaches to school improvement in
England’.Oxford Review of Education,34(6),651–64.
Sharp,C.,Eames,A.,Sanders,D.,andTomlinson,K.(2005)Postcards from Research-Engaged Schools.Slough:
NationalFoundationforEducationalResearch.




reviewoftheliterature’.Journal of Educational Change,7(4),221–58.
––,andSeashoreLouis,K.(2007)‘Professionallearningcommunities:Elaboratingnewapproaches’.InStoll,
L., and Seashore Louis, K. (eds), Professional Learning Communities: Divergence, depth and dilemmas.
Maidenhead:OpenUniversityPress/McGraw-HillEducation,1–14.
Tetler,S.,andBaltzer,K.(2011)‘Theclimateofinclusiveclassrooms:Thepupilperspective’.London Review of 
Education,9(3),333–44.
London Review of Education  65
Thomson,P.,andGunter,H.(2006)‘From“consultingstudents”to“studentsasresearchers”:Asituatedcase
narrative’.British Educational Research Journal,32(6),839–56.
VanHoutte,M.,andVanMaele,D.(2011)‘Theblackboxrevelation:Insearchofconceptualclarityregarding
climateandcultureinschooleffectivenessresearch’.Oxford Review of Education,37(4),505–24.
Watson,C.(2014)‘Effectiveprofessionallearningcommunities?Thepossibilitiesforteachersasagentsof
changeinschools’.British Educational Research Journal,40(1),18–29.
Webster-Wright, A. (2009) ‘Reframing professional development through understanding authentic
professionallearning’.Review of Educational Research,79(2),702–39.
Wenger,E.(1998)Communities of Practice: Learning, meaning, and identity.Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity
Press.
Whitchurch,C.(2013)Reconstructing Identities in Higher Education: The rise of third space professionals.London
andNewYork:Routledge.
Wilkins,R.(2011)Research Engagement for School Development.London:InstituteofEducation,University
ofLondon.

Related articles published in the London Review of Education
Duffy,G.,andElwood,J.(2013)‘Theperspectivesof“disengaged”studentsinthe14–19phaseonmotivations
andbarrierstolearningwithinthecontextsofinstitutionsandclassrooms’.London Review of Education,
11(2),112–26.
Elwood,J.(2013)‘Therole(s)ofstudentvoicein14–19educationpolicyreform:Reflectionsonconsultation
andparticipation’.London Review of Education,11(2),97–111.
O’Boyle,A.(2013)‘Valuingthetalkofyoungpeople:Arewenearlythereyet?’London Review of Education,
11(2),127–39.
Tetler,S.,andBaltzer,K.(2011)‘Theclimateofinclusiveclassrooms:Thepupilperspective’.London Review of 
Education,9(3),333–44.
Watkins,C.(2005)‘Classroomsaslearningcommunities:Areviewofresearch.’London Review of Education,
3(1),47–64.
